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[bookmark: _Toc40467974]Introduction
I aim to provide a range of viewpoints related to observations of the learning environment that takes place in a Foundation Phase (FP) class. From experience the FP environment within a classroom is multipurpose because the classroom can be used for lead learning but also give children the opportunity to independently learn in a safe environment. As well as within the classroom, an outdoor environment is just as important for children to explore and learn new concepts. 
I have participated in an observation enabling me to answer the following research question - to what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning? Using a focus group may have positive impacts on teaching and learning because teachers are able to work more closely with the children, gauging the level of understand the child has and plan for future sessions. McLachlen (2005) says that a focus group is ‘an environment of openness can be established to reduce fears and suspicions.’  So potentially, focus groups give all children the opportunity to join in and participate in activities, where they would previously have lacked confidence within a whole class environment. 
[bookmark: _Toc40467975]Literature Review 
Pedagogy encompasses theoretical, practical knowledge and skills to improve decisions on what is required to promote effective teaching and learning. It is at the heart of what it means to be an excellent teacher. Focusing on the foundation phase, the holistic nature of learning for children is that ‘all aspects of learning are interlinked for young children; they do not compartmentalise their learning and understanding into curriculum areas’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). In the more recent document Successful Futures, Donaldson (2015) states that ‘pedagogy is about more than ‘teaching’ in the narrow sense of methods used in the classroom.’
My observation shows a focused provision activity where 4 children are working together following their teacher’s instructions. Estyn (2017) comment on focused provision by saying that it ‘is where adults teach pupils specific skills, knowledge and concepts through whole-class teaching, working groups or alongside individuals.’ To show best practice Estyn (2017) suggests that ‘once the teacher has introduced a new skill or concept, pupils have the opportunity to practice this in their play in the continuous and enhanced provision.’ A well-known theorist, Lev Vygotsky, agrees that a collaborate approach to learning involves in traction between both the learner and a more knowledgeable other. However, Piaget constructing theory disagrees with Vygotsky and implies that the children are active participants who should construct their own learning using their prior knowledge within the environment they have around them. Rutherford (2014) has highlighted the benefits of collaborative learning and implies that ‘By engaging in collaborative activity, learners utilise each other’s perspectives and experiences to solve problems and develop a shared understanding of meanings.’ Meaning that children can help each other to better their knowledge and understanding. Rutherford (2014) also noted that ‘Collaborative learning has the potential to benefit learners of all levels of experience and in a variety of situations.’ Similarly, the Education Endowment Foundation (2018) suggests ‘Collaborative learning appears to work well for all ages if activities are suitably structured for learners’ capabilities and positive evidence has been found across the curriculum.’ Although, effective collaborative learning may require much more than just the pupils working together when directed to so. A structured approach and well-designed tasks would improve teaching and learning.
Research using a focus group allows individuals to come together to explore and possibly identify ideas on a specific topic. When several individuals are discussing a topic there could be two potential outcomes – both of which can be of value to the researcher. The group discussion can lead to some agreement between many of the group’s members. Alternatively, the group discussions might draw attention to significant differences, resulting in the researcher having a range of opinions and feelings in their findings. Either way, the benefit of a focus group discussion is that it ‘gives the researcher an insight into not only what people think, but also why they hold those views’ (Denscombe, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc40467976]Methodology 
I chose observation as my research tool to gather numerical data that will ‘facilitate the making of comparisons between settings and situations, and frequencies, patterns and trends to be noted or calculated’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). The advantages of observation include producing a ‘mix of qualitative and quantitative data’ (NSW Government, 2019). The difference’s show that qualitative data is non-numerical data, gathered from interviews or group discussions. Whereas, quantitative data is numerical and tends to be collected through surveys and polls. Additionally, the observer can create a setting that is ‘fit for purpose’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). The benefits are having more than one setting. (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007) alludes ‘structured settings may be useful in testing hypotheses while unstructured settings may be useful for generating hypotheses’.  Nevertheless, ‘observation method is disadvantaged with longer time requirements, high levels of observer bias, and impact of observer on primary data, in a way that presence of observer may influence the behaviour of sample group elements’ (University of Dundee, 2019). 
To structure my observation and avoid any level of bias, l used an observation schedule to plan my observation (see appendix 1). To conduct my observation, I used the Leuven Scale. According to the OECD (2004) the Leuven Scale ‘focuses in the first place on two major indicators of quality in the educational process: well-being and involvement.’ The scales were developed to categorise what is meant by levels of well-being and levels of involvement because Ferre Leuver and his researchers proposed that deep learning can only occur when there are high levels of well-being and involvement. The scale was trialled and tested in early years environments and was developed through and from my research. 
[bookmark: _Toc40467977]Discussion and findings 
‘The British Educational Research Association (BERA) believes that educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for any persons’ (BERA, 2018: p.6). Therefore, it is essential I am aware of the ethical implications I may encounter whilst conducting my research. The first potential problem could be that I make someone participate in my research even though they do not want to. This is ethically wrong, and no one should be made to do something they do not want to. So, it is important to have participation consent before the research begins. Consent may only be given by individuals 18 years or above. If the participant is younger than this, which in my research they were, a parent will be required to give consent. Although, it is important to listen to the children after the consent of their parents has been given. In support of this we can see that the UNCRC (2019) state in Article 12 that ‘every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously.’ This strong evidence goes towards ensuring children are being heard and their wishes adhered to after the consent from their parents. As I have chosen to observe a focus group of children it would be ethically correct to send home an information sheet detailing my intended activities, accompanied with a consent form. However, I am using a previously recorded video for my observation, so this consent is not necessary. 
During any research activity, participants have the right for their personal information to be kept private. To do this it is important for me to handle data with confidentiality and anonymity. These words can seem similar but are quite different. Confidentiality means not disclosing information from a participant in any way that might identify that individual or allow them to be traced. This is different to anonymity, which means the researcher or other person cannot identify the participant from the information provided. Throughout the research, I should always take reasonable precautions to avoid participant identification, ethically carrying out my research to protect my participants wherever possible.
I observed that children get involved with their learning whilst working in a focus group. The video showed the teacher asking the children questions to get them more involved. To keep track of individual children’s attention, I believe asking open questions will confirm their understanding and increase their participation levels. The Leuven Scale highlighted the levels of involvement from children varied at different points of the video. However, all the children had their highest involvement recorded whilst completing the set activity. On the other hand, child two found it difficult to show a high level of involvement during the introduction of the lesson, whereas child 3 demonstrated a consistent amount of involvement throughout. I gathered the information from my observation schedule (see appendix 2). My experiences using the observation schedule were mainly positive. Firstly, I set a clear timescale of when I was going to assign a level of involvement to each child. I recorded their levels every 30 seconds, allowing me to focus on tasks during the whole observation. Secondly, I kept the children’s personal information anonymous and stayed within the ethical boundaries. Lastly, I included a brief description of the 5 categories of the Leuven Scales, making it easier to score each child’s involvement levels. My observation schedule did not allow me to give a reason behind the child’s score or at which point during that video the scores was taken. This has ultimately affected my answer to the research question and in the future, I will ensure I have space to give these reasons and further evaluate the accuracy of the Leuven Scale. 
After using the Leuven Scale to categorise children’s levels of involvement, I would say that it has both benefits and limitations. Benefits include making an assessment providing the teacher a deeper understanding of their student. However, from an observer’s perspective, when recording high levels of well-being and involvement it does not mean that deep learning is taking place. Evans (2020) puts forward that ‘a child can be happily getting on with tasks, and never cause any problems, but it does not mean they’re being challenged and finding opportunities for focused learning.’ Therefore, the scales may not give an accurate assessment for every observed child. Also, using the video to observe the children gave me only a short amount of time to use the Leuven Scale. Nevertheless, I managed to score the children in the activity. However, throughout the day individual children’s involvement levels fluctuated making it unrealistic to use the Leuven Scale to create a general involvement level for each child. In saying that, for a specific lesson a child’s involvement levels can be measured using the Leuven Scale.
[bookmark: _Toc40467978]Conclusion and recommendations 
I previously aimed to show a range of viewpoints, using literature, relating to observations of the learning environment that takes place in a Foundation Phase (FP) class. I have included the viewpoints of others and their supporting arguments along with viewpoints on collaborative learning and the meaning this has for the foundation phase environment. By carrying out my own observation, using the Leuven Scale, I have formed my own opinion of the learning environment in the foundation phase. From the viewpoints of others, I feel that collaborative learning is one of the key aspects for the FP but only if teachers are giving the pupils the opportunity to independently use and further develop their skills. Although, I think there is a wider range of learning techniques that are equally effective such as learning through play and different teaching styles. Children will learn in different ways and I believe that it is the responsibility of the teaching staff to use a wide range of teaching styles to suit their needs. I understand this can be time consuming, but the foundation phase of education is key for the child’s development and taking the time to observe and understand the child’s learning styles will benefit them immensely. 
My research has been insightful and made me think more deeply into the topic of collaborative learning and how this is performed through a focus group. The strengths of my research include staying within ethical boundaries, achieved by investigating the boundaries before conducting my research. I organised my research using an observation schedule, helping to keep me organised and focused. However, my research is not perfect because I was unable to fully answered my research question - to what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?  I understand that a focus group activity provides an opportunity for pupils to get involved and learn but I am not sure to what extent. I would have benefited from comparing observations against activities performed in another learning environment. 
For future research, I will consider answering the following research question - How do teachers ensure children without privilege have equal access to a quality education and opportunity? I have decided to choose this research question because my research path will allow me to liaise with other children services to gather perspective and information in relation to children’s welfare. I will use this information to understand how teachers can support and guide children to excel, regardless of the degree of their privilege. 
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Research Question: To what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil
involvement and learning?
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Reception class. During the observation, the children were working in a focus group. Their
activity included working in pairs to sort 2D and 3D shapes into separate piles. The children
worked inside on the carpet.
Time scale: 2.5 minute over activity. Observation to be done every 30 seconds.
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